City University of New York (CUNY)

CUNY Academic Works
Publications and Research

Baruch College

2014

Teaching students to overcome a fear of math
Aldemaro Romero Jr.
CUNY Bernard M Baruch College

How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know!
More information about this work at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/bb_pubs/857
Discover additional works at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu
This work is made publicly available by the City University of New York (CUNY).
Contact: AcademicWorks@cuny.edu

Friday, September 12, 2014 — www.theintelligencer.com

Page 3

Regional

Teaching students to overcome a fear of math
For many people, math is a four-letter
word. Mathematics has a reputation as
being a tough subject to learn – as well
as to teach. There are, however, a number
of scholars and teachers who think otherwise and demonstrate it with both facts
and passion.
“I started doing well in math at the high
school level and just continued on,” said
Tammy Voepel, an associate professor
in the department of mathematics and
statistics at Southern Illinois University
Edwardsville, “which is one reason for
all the degrees. I just couldn’t figure out
when to stop learning. I found it easy,
but I know my students struggle, so my
job is to try and find techniques to make
it easier for them to understand it a little
bit better.”
A native of St. Louis, Voepel earned
two bachelor ’s degrees in mathematics
from Truman State University in Missouri,
two master ’s degrees in mathematics,
one from Truman and another from the
University of Missouri and a doctorate in
mathematics, also from the University of
Missouri. When asked if the reputation
of math being a tough subject to learn is
deserved, she answered no. “But I know a
lot of my students do,” she quickly added.
The key to a successful math student, she
said, is a good math teacher.
“I think all subjects need good teachers,” she said. “It is important across the
board. I think it takes an interesting teacher, a helpful teacher to draw the students
into the subject.” This does not mean, she
added, that it is an easy subject to teach.
“Because when we are teaching we are
always trying to look at where the students are having difficulties and where
those misconceptions are potentially
going to develop,” she said. “And we try
to give extra help and extra hints when
we get to those areas. As a strong teacher
you are always looking for ways to keep
it interesting and to keep the students
engaged, but to also help them get over
the pitfall areas.”
Voepel’s favorite areas of mathematics
have always been geometry and algebra.
“They go along with the courses that I’m
teaching and they’re the content courses
for our teachers, either the elementary
teachers or the middle school teachers or
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Dr. Tammy Voepel at work.
the high school teachers.” One wonders
if to be a good math teacher you have to
have backgrounds in both the subject matter and in pedagogy, or the art and science
of teaching.
“In my opinion, yes. They should have
a strong foundation in content so they
know what they are talking about, but
you also want a strong foundation in pedagogy so you know how to address it in
the classroom and how to handle things
that come up,” said Voepel.
A report released recently showed that

D.A.R.E.
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“It was a tough day, but I think the people
came out and endured that type of weather because of the cause the event is held for.
Obviously all of the proceeds go to the kids
in District 7 and the parochial schools for the
D.A.R.E. program. The state does not fund our
D.A.R.E. program anymore. It’s done strictly
off of the money we make from the car show,”
Davis said.
Being able to count on participants, volunteers,
the school district, businesses and the community to have this program is a huge benefit to the
program, which teaches kids important lessons.
“It’s being able to be in a class with the kids
and interacting with them. D.A.R.E. has changed
their curriculum. We don’t teach much about the
drugs per se, the different affects of drugs and

American 15 year olds come in at number
24 in the world for math literacy. Not very
good for a developed country like ours
that has always been so proud of our science and technological advancement. So
what is going on here?
“A couple of things,” said Voepel. “It
could be that in some countries not every
student is being tested, while in other
countries all students are being tested.
So when you take a small sample of one
country and compare to an entire population of another country, they are not going

all that… What we teach now is more about
choices, which is a lesson that any of us could
relearn is how to make better choices because, to
be honest, we don’t always make good choices
and we learn from our mistakes and that is what
kids fail to understand that becomes a life lesson
is looking at the mistakes you made and not
doing it again and the new D.A.R.E. curriculum
is all about that,” Davis said.
It wasn’t just a good turnout from the car
show participants as there was a large number
of visitors who braved the weather to see the
cars and take part in all of the activities on offer
during the show.
“I was really surprised because my fear going
into the day was that we might get some cars,
but we’re not going get any spectators. Who
wants to come out in weather like this. But I
was pleasantly surprised with the amount of
spectators we had come out after 12 o’clock. It
seemed like people started filing in. We did get
a bit of sunshine in the afternoon and I think that
opened the door for us,” Davis said.

to be equivalent.” Yet, she recognizes that
the way math is taught in different countries is different.
“In my pedagogy class I have my students watch a video that shows what
they call a typical lesson in a Japanese
classroom, in a German classroom and
in a United States classroom. And the
teaching style, the structure of the lesson,
everything is very different in those three
videos. So it’s an eye opening experience
for how things are being taught.
“Yes, the (American) scores were not

Making the show a success as always is down
to the volunteers who help in all areas of the
show – from setup, to registration and clean up.
Davis knows the show couldn’t happen without
them and thanked everyone who helped, including every District 7 employee and Superintendent
Dr. Ed Hightower and Edwardsville High School
Principal Dennis Cramsey.
With this year’s show finished, the car show
committee will take a couple of months off and
in January, it will begin preparing for next year’s
show.
Because of the rain, D.A.R.E. car show t-shirts
are still available for purchase. Those interested
in purchasing one can send an e-mail to dare@
cityofedwardsville.com or call Davis at 910-3087.
“We appreciate the community support, the
support of the high school, Dr. Hightower and
Dr. Cramsey and all of volunteers and the
District 7 employees who helped out for this
year’s event. Because without their assistance,
the car show itself and the program wouldn’t be
possible,” Davis said.

Honored
graduate
Illinois Law Enforcement
Training and Standards
Board Intern Matthew W.
Masterson of Glen Carbon,
left, accepts his graduation
certificate from Southwestern
Illinois College Police
Academy Director Van
Muschler at the recent SWIC
Police Academy Session 124
graduation. The SWIC Police
Academy is a 10-week intensive academic and physical
training program designed
to prepare recruits to enter
a career in law enforcement.
It is one of only six police
academies in Illinois. SWIC
photo.
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“As you get plans in the door,
you’re going to make sure someone looks at those. You’ve got to
make sure you look at it right.
Otherwise you end up in this situation,” Judge said. “A lot of these
could have been avoided, not all
of them. Some of these absolutely
could have been avoided.”
Meanwhile, the village agreed
to stormwater improvements in
two areas that can’t wait – Jamie
Lynn Drive and Barrington Place.
Bowden said a $25,000 state

grant – that has a deadline – has
been received for repairs on Jamie
Lynn Drive.
Further, a collapsed pipe on
Barrington Lane requires immediate attention.
The board approved a professional services agreement in the
amount of $42,415 with Gonzalez
Companies for improvements on
those two sites, which are not
included in the $2.44 million price
tag.
In other business, the board
approved a professional services agreement with Millennia
Professional Services in the
amount of $6,100 for review of
the dam at Schon Park.
Under terms of the agreement,

Millennia will provide an inspection of the dam and compile date
for required paperwork, review
current design standards and regulations, provide a geotechnical
review and a letter report detailing any and all findings.
“Simply put, this is a service
agreement with an independent
expert consultant to come and do
an assessment of the Schon Park
lake and dam,” Bowden said.
“This needs to be looked at.”
The lake at Schon Park got off
to a rocky start as shortly after it
began filling in the spring of 2013,
an overflow pipe failed, draining
the lake to an almost-empty point.
The problem has since been
addressed but Tuesday’s agree-

ment to bring in outside consultant
drew comment from
Trustees
Brooke Harmony and Mary Ann
Smith.
“We all know the lake has been
a nightmare. I’m sort of tired of
hearing about, ‘Let’s get more
experts, Let’s get more experts.’
We should have done that a year
ago, at least, in my opinion,”
Smith said.
But Bowden said he believes
someone else needs to look at the
dam.
“I think we need to take this
one step at a time. Let’s see what
happens here,” he said. “We all
know we’ve had prior issues with
it. I think it’s prudent for us to
take an independent look.”

very strong,” she said. “The hope is that it
improves. We keep trying to look at new
ways to teach things. We have to remember
that we are teaching good mathematics, we
are teaching good science, we are teaching
good English and we want to continue
with that trend and teach them what we
believe is good content and hopefully it
will help our students.”
Voepel and some of her colleagues
recently received a $1 million grant from
the National Science Foundation. That program will be used to help graduate and
certify 24 talented and diverse secondary
mathematics teachers with the knowledge,
skills, and dispositions to become teacher
leaders in the southern Illinois region.
“We are so excited to have this opportunity because this grant is providing scholarship opportunities for our students,”
Voepel said. “So we will be able to take
in students who maybe in the past hadn’t
thought about math education, or maybe
did think about math education but didn’t
have the funding to continue their program. So this will provide scholarship
opportunities for them.
“We want to get the students through the
program,” she said. “We want them to be
highly qualified teachers. We want them to
have a wonderful experience at SIUE, but
also a very rewarding and full experience
here with their student teaching, with their
observations.” And there is no question of
the role that she sees herself playing.
“We go into teaching because we want to
help people learn, we want to be out there
and be positive role models for others in
our area,” Voepel said. “So this will help
them get out there, see the students, see
the teachers, and see what it takes to be a
teacher in a classroom.”
Aldemaro Romero Jr. is the Dean of the
College of Arts and Sciences at Southern
Illinois University Edwardsville. His show,
“Segue,” can be heard every Sunday morning at 9 a.m. on WSIE, 88.7 FM. He can be
reached at College_Arts_Sciences@siue.edu.

District 7 recognized
for preschool services
For the Intelligencer
This fall, the State of Illinois recognized Edwardsville CUSD 7 for
providing top-notch preschool services to the District 7 community.
The District was awarded the Gold
Circle of Quality, a rating given to
preschool programs that meet the
highest standards for instructional excellence, family services, staff
qualifications, professional development and program administration.
Last winter, the Edwardsville
CUSD No. 7 F.A.C.E.S. (Family and
Classroom Education and Support)
program received a monitoring
visit from the Illinois State Board
of Education. The results from that
visit showed that the F.A.C.E.S. preschool programs had achieved the
system’s highest ranking score, the
Gold Circle of Quality.
Superintendent Ed Hightower
said that District 7 has long been
committed to providing quality educational experiences for its young-
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Pawpaws are an excellent food
source, and when thoroughly ripe
they are delicious as well as nutritious.
It’s a quick, 10-minute walk from
the Madison County Courthouse
downtown to the brick-paved West
Fourth Street where Vondrasek
lives.
The sprawling yard is manicured
with wild things. Beside the house
is a persimmon tree and several
bamboo trees are nearby.
Around back are four producing
pawpaw trees. On a lower branch
of one is a cluster of eight pawpaws. “It’s very unusual that they
gang up on each other like that,”
he says.
Critters, he said, probably make
off with a third of his pawpaws
every year. He checks them every
day and has a couple of methods to
collect the fruit. “Shake a tree with
one hand and you’ll get ‘em ripe
that day,” he says. “Shake it with
two hands and they won’t be ripe
for two or three days.”
Then he remembers a story.
Several years back, Vondrasek says
he was at a grove in Fort Russell
Township when he spotted a wild
bull. The bull had reared up on its
hind legs and was reaching up for
the pawpaws. The bull was flanked
by two cows who wound up eating
most of the pawpaws the bull had
shaken loose.
It was about 20 years ago that

est students. “The program started
in the early 90’s as the result of a
$30,000 grant that served 20 children
in one half-day PreK program. Since
that time, the program has become
one of the premier early childhood
programs in the Metro East, serving 160 students in four different
schools,” Hightower said.
According to Cathie Wright,
District 7 Curriculum Coordinator,
the state’s new quality rating and
improvement system for preschool
programs unifies all of the state’s
early learning programs under a
common set of standards to provide
families with important information
about quality early learning programs in their community. “We are
proud to be part of a national movement promoting the importance of
quality settings for young children.
The rating system enables families to
make more informed decisions about
their child’s preschool programs,”
said Wright.
The Gold Circle of Quality distinction is valid for three years.
the first pawpaw tree sprang up in
Vondrasek’s yard.
At the time, the property was
tree-less. Vondrasek had just
chopped down a maple tree for
the fireplace and was munching on
a pawpaw as he approached the
back porch. Something caused him
to spit some of the seeds out and a
few landed in the soft part of the
stump.
Next year a pawpaw tree sprang
up from the stump.
“I wish I had a picture of that!”
he said.
While a storm recently knocked
out his “mother tree” by knocking
it into a power line, two smaller
trees later emerged nearby. “It was
as if she was saying ‘Well, I’m dead
but here are my babies to take
over,’” Vondrasek said.
The life-span of a pawpaw tree is
only 25 or 30 years, he said. Each
tree can have thousands of tiny
blossoms which are especially sensitive to hail.
Vondrasek uses the pawpaws
to bake a bread that tastes a bit
like persimmon or zucchini bread.
Recently he invented a pawpaw
tapioca custard pudding. It has a
bit of vanilla in it.
About 10 years ago, Northside
Dairy Haven became the only ice
cream stand in the area to begin
serving pawpaw milk shakes.
That lasted for only a few weeks.
Vondrasek says he may have forgotten to tell the store owners to
sweeten it with butterscotch. “It’s a
key ingredient,” he says. “It helps
to counteract the aftertaste, which
is even stronger and more wild
than bananas.”

